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Concern has been expressed by educators and parents about a trend toward 
increased departmentalization at the elementary level and the potential negative 
consequences related to such practices. The question has sometimes centered on the 
relative advantages of the departmentalized and self-contained organizational 
structures and their effects on student achievement and social adjustment. The focus 
of this particular study will be to compare the two types of structures and, in a 
limited setting, to obtain data for review and evaluation.
In a midwestem elementary school with a student population of approximately 
430, the staff of 26 has experienced teaching in both a self-contained and a 
departmentalized classroom structure. They tried the departmentalized approach 
during 1994-95 for the first time in the fifth and sixth grades. There were two 
teachers per grade level for all the academic subjects with special teachers for music, 
physical education, and learning disabilities tutoring.
There were certain feelings about the advantages and the disadvantages of 
this method of classroom organization. Many opinions and reservations were 
expressed by parents, teachers, students, counselors, and administrators. The 
author/researcher of this paper reviewed the research on departmentalized and self- 
contained and what conclusions have been drawn. Additionally, a local study in a 
target district was conducted to assist the staff with future planning as to the best 
educational environment possible for students.
It was initially assumed by the researcher that the bulk of the research would 
show strong evidence to support the self-contained classroom structure at the 
elementary level (specifically fifth and sixth grades) over the departmentalized 
organizational model. However, the evidence found through review of the literature 
and evaluation of the data, supported self-contained for grades up to fourth and
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departmentalized for fifth and sixth. This data were used to assist the teaching staff 
and the principal with the decisions for the 1995-96 school year.
Why did this elementary school go to departmentalized in the fifth and sixth 
grades? The teachers’ objectives were concerned with the best educational setting 
they were able to provide, paired with a structure that would meet the planning and 
scheduling needs of the teaching staff in a more effective way. The principal 
approached the teaching staff with the idea. He taught for 12 years in the 
elementary (K-6), 8 years at the junior high (7-9) and has been the principal in the 
target building for 3 years. The primary reason for restructuring was for teacher 
effectiveness and a belief that departmentalization would not be detrimental to 
student achievement and social adjustment, but could, in fact, be beneficial to the 
students involved.
Definitions
The study by Des Moines Public Schools (1989) has been used as the 
foundation for the review of the literature. This fifty-nine page research report is 
comprehensive and impressive.
One of the difficulties found when attempting to define the terms chosen to 
research is the lack of clear, consistent definitions. The self-contained structure will 
be defined as one in which students see only one teacher for their instructional needs 
and the departmentalized as one in which students see no more than three or four 
teachers for their instructional needs. All students, in both types of settings, also see 
a separate music and physical education teacher.
Rotation is a term used by educators, such as David Elkind and Robert 
Anderson, to describe the practice of having classes of children rotate to different 
teachers and different classrooms for each subject.
Assumptions
While it is evident that educators differ in their opinions relative to the pros and
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cons of departmentalized and self-contained organizational structures, experience 
leads the researcher to assume that most teachers will agree that both have a place 
in the educational system. The researcher will also assume that the sample district 
has demographics similar to other U. S. cities with a population near 40,000. Other 
assumptions are that the responses were honest and forthright, questions were non­
threatening and reflect teacher experience and philosophy.
Limitations
Little empirical research addressing this educational issue has been reported in 
the past thirty years. Available studies are limited by inconsistent definitions and 
methodological flaws. A significant proportion of the literature consists of opinions 
expressed by educators.
In Lounsbury’s study (1988), limitations did exist and all desirable scientific
technicalities could not be met. Tb quote Lounsbury,
Drawing generalizations is always a risky business. Few of us,however, can 
resist the temptation to derive an apparently evident conclusion from some 
number of cases. While risky, the pursuit of generalizations is an important 
matter, for lessons to help understand present conditions and to direct future 
activities are derived from this procedure. In fact, the improvement of 




The Des Moines study provided a wealth of research, literature review, and 
information pertaining to academic achievement and social adjustment; this matches 
well with the present study. As stated in the introduction:
The philosophy of the Department of Elementary Education of the
Des Moines Public Schools is to provide a planned comprehensive program of 
learning experiences designed to develop the intellectual, physical, emotional, 
and social abilities of each child. Administrators incorporate various degrees of 
departmentalization into this organizational structure. Students in self- 
contained classrooms are assigned to one teacher for the majority of the day, 
but may receive art, music, and physical education from specialized teachers. 
Students in a semi-departmentalized structure are assigned to one teacher for 
the majority of the day but may receive instruction in an academic area from 
one additional teacher. They may also receive instruction from specialized 
teachers for art, music, and physical education. In a departmentalized 
structure, students receive instruction from three of more teachers during the 
day in addition to art, music, and physical education, (p. 5)
This philosophy or foundation reflects the researcher’s ideas and matches with 
the target district’s needs for information. In Iowa, in the mid-eighties, a small group 
of interested parents expressed concern over the use of departmentalization at the 
elementary level. They petitioned the Board of Directors to examine the evidence and 
discontinue departmentalization at the elementary level. The Des Moines of 
Directors Board agreed to review the issue and asked the Department of Elementary 
Education to complete an investigation and submit a report of their findings.
The Des Moines (1989) study is divided into four sections. Section one 
addresses the effect of departmentalized and self-contained structures on student 
achievement and is based largely on the results of research studies. Early 
investigations by Gerberich and Prall, discussed in the Des Moines study, suggested 
departmentalized structures may improve achievement in specific subject areas. 
Fourth grade students from departmentalized schools scored significantly higher on 
measures of achievement in arithmetic and English than students from self-
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contained schools. Sixth grade students from a departmentalized structure also 
scored significantly higher in arithmetic than those from a self-contained school. 
However, fourth and fifth grade students in self-contained schools performed better 
than students in departmentalized structures in geography. Fourth grade self- 
contained students also performed better than departmentalized students in reading.
No definitive answers resulted from a three-year study reported by Elswood in 
1965 (Des Moines, 1989). He examined achievement of fourth, fifth, and sixth grade 
students in departmentalized and self-contained schools. The results indicated 
students in self-contained classrooms scored significantly higher than students in 
departmentalized classrooms on mathematics and reading tests. No significant 
differences were found for these students in other subject areas. Students of lower 
abilities in self-contained classrooms scored significantly higher than similar students 
in departmentalized classrooms in all subject areas. Research does not provide 
evidence demonstrating one structure is more conducive to improving student 
achievement than the other.
Section two includes research and opinion on the effects of the organizational 
structure on the social adjustment of students. The claim that departmentalization 
is detrimental to the social adjustment of students is not supported by the research. 
Several other studies reviewed in the Des Moines include work by Broadhead, 
Livingston, and McCue. They found the social adjustment of students to be 
significantly better in departmentalized structures than in self-contained classes. No 
empirical evidence was found to indicate self-contained classrooms promote social 
adjustment more effectively than departmentalized classrooms.
Results from three other studies by Grooms, Jackson, and Lambert, Goodwin, 
Wiema, showed no significant differences in the social adjustment of students of self- 
contained and departmentalized classes. Jackson studied the effects of classroom 
organization on the personality adjustment of students. The findings indicated
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adjustment was a function of the teachers’ ability to establish rapport, and was 
independent of the organizational structure of the school.
The third section summarizes opinion concerning the relative advantages of 
the two structures. It includes information on philosophies regarding specialist and 
generalist teachers and student-teacher rapport. It is suggested that the greater the 
teacher’s understanding of the subject matter, the greater the probability excellent 
instruction will occur. Specialists are thought to be better able to meet the 
educational needs of students due to their expertise . Anderson presented a strong 
case for specialization when reporting the results of a survey in which very few 
teachers consider themselves well prepared in all the subjects they taught.
Proponents of the self-contained classroom with the generalist teacher contend 
that instruction at the elementary level should be child-centered rather than subject- 
centered. Elkind (1988) contended elementary school children do not have a fully 
consolidated “sense of self.” It is important for teachers to know these students as 
“whole persons” and to reflect that sense of “wholeness” to the students. Self- 
contained classrooms minimize the number of teachers with whom students must 
interact, and provide teachers with greater opportunities to know their students, 
giving students the security of working with one teacher all day.
No research was found to support the fact that any advantage is unique to one 
structure. This has lead some writers to question the importance of organizational 
structure in effective instruction. Gibb and Malata (in Des Moines, 1989) stated, 
“Good teachers are effective regardless of organization.”
The fourth section reviews the results of surveys conducted to determine the 
organizational structures used at the elementary level. The limited number of recent 
studies exploring the impact of organizational structure and the preponderance of 
research examining factors that contribute to effective schools, suggest that 
professional educators have reached a similar conclusion. Studies cited in Des Moines
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(1989) included those by: Bicket, Brookover and Lazotte, Cohen, Edmonds, Edmonds, 
Fonstad, Mackenzie, Purkey and Smith, Squires.
When looking at the “sixth grade”, John Lounsbury (1988) concluded that there 
were in fact three sixth grades, each identifiable and fairly distinct. The first is the 
traditional classroom, self-contained and elementary in nature and form. The second 
is the departmentalized sixth grade, secondary in nature and form. The third is the 
evolving sixth grade, the teamed sixth grade.
Of special interest to this study was Lounsbury’s (1988) “Big Truth.” He 
believes that the teacher makes the difference. It is not the school unit, grade 
organization, interdisciplinary teaming, relevant curriculum content, or anything else, 
that is the essential factor in the improvement of education. It is the quality of the 
classroom teacher. In the Lounsbury study surprisingly small differences were found 
in the data that could be attributed to school locale, whether small and rural or large 
and urban or instructional organization. Teamed situations, though having much 
greater potential, were not better. Thus, a self-contained classroom with an excellent 
teacher is hard to beat.
Elkind (1988) seriously questions the rotation of elementary students from one 
teacher and classroom to another for instruction in different subjects. Elkind refers 
to the Des Moines, Iowa schools where, at the time this article was written, dining the 
past six years, 6 of the 42 elementary schools had departmentalized the curriculum. 
Elkind asks the questions, “Do elementary school children benefit from specialization? 
And, is rotation beneficial to children?” He concludes that instructional practice in 
specialization that is clearly good for teachers, however, is not necessarily beneficial 
to children. He believes that more than efficiency is lost by rotation. In his opinion, 
the incidence of stress symptoms and learning problems on children will escalate as 
rotation is extended downward through the grades. Elkind believes that rotation is 
more likely to disrupt the younger rather than the older child’s development because,
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at the elementary levels, the barriers to learning are mainly in the child and not in the 
difficulty of the subjects studied.
In another study, Robert Anderson (1989) contends that classroom rotation in 
elementary school isn’t as bad as David Elkind says. In Anderson’s opinion it is not 
the rotation of children per se that is questionable: the problem is the apparent 
association of rotation with the philosophy and the practice of self-contained 
teaching. A related problem is that the self-contained specialist teachers appear to 
be functioning within the rigid, lock step, age-graded pattern that still dominates 
American elementary schools.
Anderson (1989) concludes, as Lounsbury did, that it all comes down to good 
teachers. Anderson feels that the value or the danger of any educational 
arrangement involving multiples of adults depends largely on the extent to which the 
adults seek to coordinate their activities, share insights and experiences, and function 
as a cohesive instructional and custodial unit. A fundamental ground rule must be 
that all of the teachers come to know all of the children well, and share their 
knowledge with each other.
The literature reveals an ongoing effort to identify the type of school 
organization which will provide for effective instruction. Yet when educators look to 
research as a basis for making decisions, few studies provide clear support for either 
structure. Jarvis (1969) states, “research studies about organization for instruction 
are frequently contradictory and almost always too fragmented to be of any real 
value in helping the staff decide upon which organizational framework to employ.” 
(Des Moines, 1989, p. 5) A summer 1995 ERIC search revealed no more recent 
studies, in the midwest or the United States as a whole, than those cited in this 
discussion.
The self-contained structure predominates at the primary levels while 
departmentalization is gradually introduced in the intermediate levels. Larger schools
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with more classrooms at each grade level often decide to departmentalize, because of 




Data were collected during a one month period near the end of the 1994-95 
school year. A short questionnaire (10 questions) was designed to obtain preferences 
about departmentalized and self-contained classroom structure at the elementary 
level (see Appendix). A questionnaire was sent to all teachers, administrators, and 
counselors in a small mid-west city school district consisting of seven elementary 
schools (K-6), two junior high schools (7-9), and one high school (10-12) with a total 
enrollment of 5973 students, 12% of which are minority students. Results were 




For each of the 10 questions on the survey there were 2 responses possible 
(self-contained or departmentalized). Participants were permitted to make additional 
comments to describe their preferences. Responses were tallied and compared.
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Figure 1








■  Junior High 
□  Senior High
Based on a mailing to 260 teachers, 54% responded to some or all of the survey 
questions. This response rate is believed to be very good and representative of the 
large faculty. Figure 1 shows, of the teachers responding, 63% are elementary 
teachers, 19% are junior high teachers, and 18% are teachers at the senior high level. 
This is not surprising as the topic studied is of high interest to elementary teachers.
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Figure 2
Based on teachers responding to researcher’s survey, Figure 2 shows 16% 
have one to five years of experience, 15% have six to ten years of experience, 18% 
have eleven to fifteen years of experience, 16% have sixteen to twenty years of 
experience, 17% have twenty-one to twenty-five years of experience, and 18% have 
twenty-five or more years of experience. The years of experience, of the teachers 





41 to 50 Yrs. 
43%
■  21 to 3 0 Y r e .
■  31 to 40  Yrs
□  41 to 50 Yrs.
□  51 and Up
Figure 3 shows, of teachers responding to the survey, 14% are between twenty- 
one and thirty years of age , 21% are between thirty-one and forty years of age, 43% 
are between forty-one and fifty years of age, and 22% are fifty-one years of age or 
older. The largest number of teachers responding was the thirty-one to forty age 
group. This does not necessarily mean that this age group has the most years 
teaching experience (refer to Figure 2). However, this appears to be very typical of 
teacher demographics. These teachers have a vested interest in their jobs and will 
probably stay until retirement.
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Figure 4
1st And 2nd Grades All Teachers
-S e lf Contained 
- Departmentalized
In Figure 4, of the 160 teachers responding to survey questions about 
academic, social, and emotional development in the first and second grades, over 95% 
prefer self-contained over departmentalized in the three developmental areas. This is 
not surprising  that teachers strongly prefer self-contained for our youngest students.
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Figure 5
3rd And 4th Grades All Teachers
- Self Contained 
■ Departmentalized
Based on teachers surveyed who responded to the questions concerning third 
and fourth grade, shown in Figure 5,120 teachers responded. For the third and fourth 
grades more teachers now prefer departmentalized, especially for social development, 
over self-contained as children become older.
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Figure 6
5th And 6th Grades All Teachers
-Self Contained
- Departmentalized
In Figure 6, of the 140 teachers responding to survey questions focusing on the 
fifth and sixth grades, most teachers surveyed prefer that children be in a 
departmentalized situation for academic, social, and emotional development. This 
shows a dramatic change in the teacher preferrances when compared in the younger 
grades. Survey written responses indicate that teachers feel older students need 
more specialized instruction in the subject areas.
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Teacher Comments
Tfeacher comments in the free comment section of the survey include the 
following eight responses:
“I  might possibly say Departmentalized for 4th grade. Always put the needs of the 
children first. Be flexible - be ready to do something different i f  your first plan fails. 
Have a heart - we don’t always know what the environment the child comes from every 
day is like. I  feel that the developmental and emotional needs o f students have 
changed. I  think the middle school is needed for the majority of students. (6-8) Also, 
9th graders are ready (the majority) to go to the high school level. Life is so different 
today compared to 20 years ago (even 10 years ago) and we need to move with the 
development o f the students. We can’t leave everything the same just because it has 
always been that way.”
“I f  the teacher doesn’t like to teach - get out of the profession. Really good teachers have 
a passion about teaching. - even the best teaching means nothing i f  education is
not something that is stressed at home!”
“I  honestly believe that our current American public school system is so confused and 
lacking in direction that it should be closed for 1 full year until we can hammer out 
some cohesive plan for future growth.”
“I  think 7-8-9 or even 6 could benefit from departmentalized teaching but only i f  they 
have a strong homeroom base of more than 15 minutes where the teacher knows them 
personally, watches over all their grades and personal problems and offers them 
support and suggestions. To be in departmentalized classes all day with no homeroom 
or teacher who truly knows them makes school become very impersonal and easy to 
withdraw or fail in because no one really knows the whole scope of the student’s day.
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Teachers take no ownership of a child with problems because they’re only in their class 
an hour and they have so many students to deal with they don’t have time. Jr. High 
students need more guidance than they are willing to ask for - they are often treated like 
miniature adults in the freedoms we allow them (kids that age go home to empty 
homes and neighborhoods for 3 or 4 hours before adults come home from work). Its  no 
wonder many get into trouble sometimes!”
“Many times children who have problems at Jr. High started to have problems at the 
3rd grade level - This is usually the level that departmentalizing begins. My own 
daughter had problems in 3rd grade because she was not emotionally mature enough 
to deal with changing rooms or teachers. She failed really but I  made her go on to 4th 
grade which was not departmentalized. She failed 4th grade but she was much 
happier with 1 teacher instead of 5!”
“Children are our most precious resource. We must be willing to do whatever it takes to 
improve upon the lives of all children. Too often we say this is our goal and main 
thrust, however our actions speak otherwise. Imparting academics into the minds of 
otherwise starved souls is a futile attempt at education. All educators must be willing 
to go the extra mile to prepare themselves to meet all challenges, or this will really be a 
lost generation.”
“Over the years the biggest complaint Jr. High teachers have voiced is: ‘Teach the 
student to read and how to do math (which includes knowing his multiplication tables 
perfectly through the tens). The teachers say i f  this is accomplished in the grade school 
they can take them from there in any subject.’”
Teacher Demographics
Teachers in the target school district total approximately 290. There are 15
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elementary classroom teachers, 135 secondary teachers, 38 teacher aides and 7 
guidance counselors.
Of the 290 teachers, the selected school district employs 66 male teachers, 7 
white (not of Hispanic origin) in the elementary classrooms. Black (not of Hispanic 
origin) male teachers number only one in elementary and 3 in secondary.
Of the 290 teachers in this district, 224 are female. Elementary female 
teachers, white (not of Hispanic origin), number 126 and 71 in secondary. There are 
21 black (not of Hispanic origin) female teachers at the elementary level and 6 in 
secondary classrooms.
This district does not employ any teachers of Hispanic, Asian or Pacific 
Islander, or American Indian heritage. This is a typical community where more 




In the Des Moines, Iowa study (1989), In this research the review of the 
literature was an attempt to define current thought regarding the use of 
departmentalized and self-contained organizational structures at the elementary 
level. The literature failed to provide conclusive evidence that one structure is more 
effective than the other. Little empirical research addressing this issue has been 
conducted and reported in the past thirty years. Additionally, available studies are 
limited by inconsistent definitions and methodological flaws. A significant proportion 
of the literature consists of opinions expressed by educators.
While it is evident that educators continue to differ in their opinions regarding 
the relative advantages of departmentalized and self-contained organizational 
structures, most agree that both have a place in the educational system. A review of 
contemporary practices reflects this belief. Most elementary schools use a self- 
contained structure at the primary levels and gradually introduce
departmentalization into the organizational structure in higher grades. Educators 
also agree the structure selected should be determined by the needs of the specific 
population to be served, the educational goals and philosophy, the competencies of the 
staff, and available resources.
The results of three m^jor studies reviewed, failed to provide data that 
organizational structure has a significant impact on the education in elementary 
schools. Learning depends more on teachers and teacher effectiveness than 
organizational structure. Well-prepared teachers working in supportive conditions 
are the most critical variable.
This current survey mirrors the findings of the study done in 1989 in Des 
Moines, Iowa. The data obtained by this researcher supported the conclusions found 
in the Des Moines study. Younger children, in grades one and two, need the self-
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contained environment for the three areas of development (acacemic, social, 
emotional) surveyed. Most teachers continue to feel that in grades three and four, 
children are still better served in a self-contained sclassroom, but as students get 
older, in the fifth and sixth grades, departmentalized instruction was preferred by 95% 
of the teachers surveyed.
This researcher had hoped to make an argument for self-contained at the fifth 
and sixth grade level, but the survey results clearly indicate that professional 
educators, in the targeted school district, prefer a departmentalized structure in the 




One of the most significant obstacles that exists in the particular 
organizational structure under study appears to be the lack of “built-in” planning 
time for the team of teachers involved. According to Loundsbury (1988) and the Des 
Moines research (1989) this is a necessary component for successful 
departmentalization; the literature review does support this need.
There is also a problem if there is a “weak-link” in the teaching team. It is not 
educationally sound to have an incompetent teacher in a departmental teaching 
team just as it is not educationally sound to have an incompetent teacher in a self- 
contained setting.
The organizational structure of any building should be shared with the 
community through parent councils, parent handbooks, and orientations. Each 
building staff should review the school’s organizational structure annually. Grades K 
3 should be self-contained or semi-departmentalized. Grades 4-6 may be self- 
contained or utilize limited departmentalization.
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MASTERS SURVEY
The purpose of this anonymous survey is to gather teachers’ opinions on the use of 
self-contained classrooms and departmentalized classrooms at different grade levels 
in the elementary school. The self-contained structure will be defined as one in 
which students see only one teacher for their instructional needs and the 
departmentalized as one in which students see three or four teachers for their 
instructional needs. All students, in both types of settings, also see a separate music 
and physical education teacher.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION:
Male(m) or Female(f)____Age category____ (20-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60+)
Number of years teaching____Number of years teaching elementary____
Jr. Hi.___ High School____ Present assignment____ Any background information
that would be of interest to me______________________________________________
CIRCLE (SC) FOR SELF-CONTAINED AND (D) FOR DEPARTMENTALIZED.
1. For academic success in 1st & 2nd grades I prefer SC or D
2. For academic success in 3rd & 4th grades I prefer SC or D
3. For academic success in 5th & 6th grades I prefer SC or D
4. For social development in 1st & 2nd grades I prefer SCorD
5. For social development in 3rd & 4th grades I prefer SC or D
6. For social development in 5th & 6th grades I prefer SC or D
7. For emotional development in 1st & 2nd grades I prefer SC or D
8. For emotional development in 3rd & 4th grades I prefer SC or D
9. For emotional development in 5th & 6th grades I prefer SC or D
10. I believe that the key ingredients to a child’s success in the elementary grades are:




Please share any strong feelings you have concerning student success at the Jr. High/middle school level 
Your additional comments are appreciated! (use space provided and back if needed)
Thank you very much for your time!
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D ear Colleague,
T h a n k  y o u  fo r  h e lp in g  m e  w ith  th is  M asters S u rvey . I h a v e  o n e  c lass, a  
o n e  h o u r  w o rk sh o p , a n d  m y  re se a rc h  p a p e r , to  fin ish  m y  M a ste rs  th is  
su m m er!
If y o u  w o u ld  p le a se  co m p le te  th is  su rv e y  a n d  r e tu r n  i t  to  th e  c o n ta c t
p e rs o n ’s m a il b o x  in  y o u r  b u ild in g  it  
c o n ta c t p e rs o n  fo r  e a c h  bu ild ing  is:
A rro w o o d  - J im  F le ish er 
M cK inley - B onnie N olen 
S im on  K en to n  - K aren  P en n ey  
St. B rig id  - Becky O’B rien 
C en tra l Jr. Hi. - Joyce  Jones
X enia H igh School
w ou ld  b e  g re a tly  a p p re c ia te d . T he
Cox - A m y G uck ian  
S h aw n ee  - Peggy H a rris  
Spring  Hill - C a ro ly n  B eard  
T ecum seh  - G in n y  M cC olaugh 
W arn e r Jr. Hi. - B arb  T h o m p so n
Steve H arris
T h an k s a  b unch !
Peggy H a rris
P.S. T h is h a s  b e e n  a p p ro v e d  
th ro u g h  c e n tra l  office a n d  
th e  p r in c ip a ls  h a v e  b e e n  
n o tified .
